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My friends and I were tied up in a rowboat, about to plunge over a waterfall at the edge of the earth.

I know this is not the way these stories usually begin.
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Believe me, I would have been much happier if our quest had started some other way. Like this, for instance:

ONCE UPON A TIME…

There was a brave young knight-in-training named Tim who woke up safe and sound in his nice, comfy bed to find a hot meal of bacon, oatmeal, and more bacon waiting for him.
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Unfortunately, that is not what was happening in my life at this time.

Over the past few days, I had battled a bargleboar, a sea monster, and a hydra; been tortured by the horrendous singing of the sirens; nearly got swallowed by a giant whirlpool; been betrayed by my fellow knights; and been captured by the evil Prince Ruprecht and his horde of nasty pirates, who had put us in that rowboat and sent us to our doom.

All in all, it was a crummy week.

And yet, being a knight-in-training was still better than my previous job.

Before this, I had been a peasant, just like my father and his father and his father and everyone else in the history of my family. Being a peasant was dull and boring, which is why I had jumped at the chance to become a knight.

Being a knight had been very exciting. Quite a bit more exciting than I had expected, in fact. I had traveled to many distant lands, met many unusual people, and nearly died in many different ways.

Obviously, I had survived all those ordeals. But this one looked like it might be different.

You may have noticed that there were three other people and a giant frog in the boat with me.
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Belinda was my closest friend, a tough, loyal girl who had pretended to be a boy so that she could join the knights, because, sadly, most people in my time didn’t think girls could do anything except be housewives or witches.

Princess Grace was, well… a princess. The princess of Merryland. People in my time (including Princess Grace’s parents) thought that princesses should do even less than other girls. They were expected to simply wait around the castle for princes to show up and ask to marry them. Princess Grace liked the idea of that even less than Belinda and I liked the idea of being peasants, so she had snuck away to join us on our adventure.

Of course, if she had known how things were going to work out, she might have stayed home.

Ferkle was our village idiot, although he was actually very intelligent. He had only gone into village idiocy because it was the family business.

Rover was not really a giant frog. He was a fr-dog. He had originally been my dog, until the mean witch who lived next door to me got angry at him for digging up her begonias and turned him into a frog. So now he was a frog who behaved like a dog. He could lick your face from ten feet away.

I’m not sure if Rover was worried about the waterfall ahead, but the rest of us certainly were. We had almost reached the lip of it and were about to go over the edge of the earth.

“I know we have been in plenty of danger before,” Ferkle said, “and we have escaped each time. But this situation doesn’t look very good at all.”

“So you don’t have a plan for how to get us out of this?” Princess Grace asked.

“If I had a plan to get us out of this,” Ferkle said, “don’t you think I would have put it into action already?”

Princess Grace frowned. “I was hoping that, maybe, you were waiting until the last moment to announce it. For better dramatic effect.”

“No,” Ferkle told her. “In fact, there’s really only one thing I can come up with to do right now.”

“What’s that?” Belinda asked.

“Cry,” Ferkle replied. And then he began to sob. “It’s not fair! We’re all too young to die!”

Princess Grace and Belinda began to cry as well. I felt that I ought to try to be brave and strong in the moment, but I found myself getting teary too.

The current took the boat to the edge of the waterfall. Our bow poked over the rim. We were only a second away from plunging to our doom.

And then we stopped.

The water kept flowing all around us, but our boat was no longer moving. We just sat there with the stern in the water and the bow sticking out over the edge of a very, very, very big drop.
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You are probably not that surprised that we didn’t go over. I mean, this is only the first chapter of the book. There’s still over a hundred pages left. If we were going to perish right off the bat, then this would only be a pamphlet.

However, my friends and I were very surprised.

“What happened?” I asked, feeling extremely relieved but still quite nervous. “Why aren’t we plummeting to our deaths?”

“I don’t know,” Ferkle admitted.

“Perhaps it’s some sort of magic?” Belinda suggested.

“Maybe the person whose hand this is could tell us,” Princess Grace said.

The rest of us looked at her, confused.

“What hand?” I asked.

“The one holding on to our boat,” Princess Grace replied. And then she pointed to it.

Sure enough, there was a hand grasping the stern of the rowboat. Like this:

The hand was attached to a very muscular arm, which was sticking out of the water. The rest of whoever the arm belonged to was hidden below the surface.

And that’s when our adventure really began.
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While we were staring at the hand, another emerged from the water beside it. This hand had a large hook in it, although rather than being made out of steel or some other kind of metal, the hook was made out of coral. The hook was at the end of a long rope made out of seaweed.

The second hand fastened the hook to the back of our boat.

Then both hands let go.

For a very scary moment, we moved forward again, nearly toppling over the edge of the waterfall, but then the seaweed rope went taut and we stopped.

At the other end of the rope, two seahorses emerged from the water.

The seahorses swam forward, pulling us away from the edge…

Oh wait.

You might be confused about the seahorses.

You’re probably thinking about this kind of seahorse:
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This is a weird little tropical fish that swims upright, has a prehensile tail and a really misleading name. Apparently, whoever decided to call them seahorses had never seen an actual horse. While a sea turtle is quite obviously a turtle and a sea otter is certainly an otter, a seahorse doesn’t look much like a horse at all. Horses are big, strong, four-legged beasts that can run very fast. The kind of seahorses illustrated before are ridiculously small and frail, have no legs, and are so slow that they often lose races to plankton.

This is the type of seahorse that I’m talking about:
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This is clearly a horse that lives in the sea. Half horse. Half fish. I know, it looks a little bit silly—but if you think about it, it’s not nearly as silly-looking as what you’ve been calling a seahorse all this time.

These seahorses were big, strong, and fast enough to easily pull us away from the edge of the waterfall. And then they kept on going, whisking us across the surface of the water. It was as though we were on a chariot designed for the sea.

Once we were a good, safe distance from the waterfall, a woman suddenly leapt out of the water beside us and landed in our boat.

Well… really, it was only half a woman. The top half. The bottom half of her was fish.

“Hello!” she said cheerfully. “My name is Piscina!”
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We all gaped at her in surprise.

“You’re a mermaid!” Princess Grace exclaimed.

Piscina’s smile instantly faded. “The term mermaid is sexist,” she said, giving Princess Grace a disparaging [image: IQ Booster!] look. “I prefer the term merperson.”

(I’m guessing you noticed that IQ Booster there. On occasion, I’m going to use a word you might not know in this book. But this is really in your best interest, for a couple of reasons: First of all, I will always define the word, so that you will know how to use it afterward. Like this: “disparaging” means “expressing the opinion that something is of little worth.” Secondly, sometimes teachers or parents think that hilarious books with pictures in them—like this one—aren’t as educational as books without pictures that are about serious subjects like human rights and foot fungus. But with these handy IQ Boosters, you can prove that this book is educational. So if a teacher or parent notices you reading this book and suggests that maybe your time would be better spent reading something else, just tell them, “I would appreciate it if you wouldn’t be so disparaging of my choice of reading material. This book is really very educational and is helping me expand my vocabulary.” Of course, that teacher or parent will immediately apologize and encourage you to continue reading.)

Princess Grace was a kind and good-hearted person, and so she was very embarrassed to have upset Piscina’s feelings. “I’m so sorry!” she said. “I didn’t mean to offend you! And by the way, thank you for saving our lives.”

“You’re welcome,” Piscina replied. She seemed far less upset now that Princess Grace had apologized. “I couldn’t just let all of you die. I wish I could have rescued you sooner, but I didn’t have a hook or a rope handy and had to make them. I assume you’d like to be untied as well?”

“Yes,” Princess Grace replied. “That would be very nice.”

Piscina held up a knife that was made from a sharp piece of coral and quickly sawed through the ropes that bound us.

While she did this, we all introduced ourselves. Then we started to explain how we had ended up in such trouble….

“Oh, I know exactly how you got into that predicament,” [image: IQ Booster!] Piscina said. “I saw the whole thing.”

(A predicament is a difficult, unpleasant, or embarrassing situation. Piscina had a very impressive vocabulary for someone who was half-fish, probably because the part that was half-fish was not the part with her brain in it. A merperson whose top half is fish has a very limited vocabulary, an extremely short attention span, and the IQ of a cucumber.)

Piscina then reached into the sea and hauled out a mesh bag made of seaweed that she had been dragging along. Inside the bag were five large glass bubbles, each with a hole at the bottom. “I need you to put these over your heads,” she told us.
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“Why?” I asked.

“So you won’t drown when we visit my city,” Piscina replied as though it was obvious.

All of us examined our glass bubbles curiously (except Rover, of course). They were beautifully made and crystal clear.

We put them over our heads.

Piscina shouted a command to her seahorses in a language I did not know.

The seahorses promptly dove beneath the surface, dragging us down with them.

This really freaked me out.

I had never been beneath the surface of the sea. In fact, I hadn’t even seen the sea until a few days earlier. All I knew about going beneath the surface was that it was generally a bad idea. There were sharks down there. And sea monsters. And there was no air to breathe.

However, the glass bubbles had enough air to prevent us from drowning. Once I got over the initial shock of going underwater, I saw that it was far more beautiful down there than I had imagined. There were large schools of colorful fish, forests of seaweed, and—on the bottom of the sea itself—there was an entire merperson city.


[image: Image]


All of this was very surprising, although the most surprising part was that there were other half-fish creatures down there. I had heard legends about merpeople before, but it had never occurred to me that they would have merdogs and mercats as pets, or flocks of merchickens and herds of mercows. It was all surprisingly like our world, except a whole lot wetter.

The merpeople seemed to find us just as strange and fascinating as we found them. The adults stopped and stared at us as we passed, while the children pointed at our legs and giggled.

“Welcome to the Kingdom of Merland!” Piscina announced.

We headed through the city, passing many homes and shops (most of which seemed to be selling a variety of seaweed), until we reached the biggest building in town, a great sandcastle.

“Why are we going here?” Belinda asked curiously.

“Because this is where I live!” Piscina said. “I am the princess of Merland—and my parents want to meet you.”

“Why?” Princess Grace asked. She suddenly looked very worried.

“I’ll let them tell you,” Princess Piscina replied. “Because it’s very, very, very important.”

Princess Grace gulped.

I wasn’t sure why she was worried, but I was feeling anxious too.

I had a sense that there was plenty more danger in store for us.

And sadly, I was right.
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